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Saturday 7th September 1940

I dress with care – my cornflower-blue woollen suit, my black suede high-heeled shoes. I study myself in the mirror. I look pale, and reach for my lipstick. The pretty silver casing has a soft grey shroud of dust: it comes to me that I haven’t worn lipstick for over a year – not since I heard about Ronnie. I press my lips together and smooth colour over my mouth.

My Sunday-best handbag is buried at the bottom of the wardrobe. This, too, is dusty. I always used to take this handbag to matins at St Michael’s – but I haven’t been to a single service since the telegram came. Except for the funeral. I dust the handbag with a clean handkerchief. I find my bottle of Après l’Ondée and spray a little behind my ears; the wistful heliotrope scent wraps round me. 

I’m almost ready to go now. I pick up the case that holds my gas mask, then put it down again.

We were all very conscientious when war was first declared, keeping our gas masks with us always. But it’s been a year now, and the war feels unreal here in London. The sirens sound from time to time, but they’re always false alarms: we used to rush to the shelter in our garden, but now we mostly don’t bother. People who sent their children off to the country have gone to fetch them back home – like my friend Phoebe, who brought her two boys back from Somerset. And everybody dislikes the Air Raid Precautions wardens, who don’t have enough to do and poke their noses in everyone’s business. We’re not really much concerned with precautions any more – in spite of Mr Churchill’s warning: The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us … It’s started to look a bit feeble – to go everywhere with your gas mask under your arm.

I desperately want to impress this man, to seem sophisticated and smooth. I decide to leave it.

The front door clicks as Aggie lets herself in. I give a small sigh of relief. Polly is ten now, and old enough to look after Eliza herself – but I prefer to leave them with Aggie. If something happened, I’d never forgive myself. 

Out on the landing, honeyed September sunlight falls through the tall arched windows. I’ve criss-crossed the glass with sticky tape, and the mellow light throws a pattern of golden lozenges everywhere: over the floor and up the wall and across the door of the girls’ room, leaving the door at the further end of the landing in shadow. The door I rarely open, which leads to the room I don’t use.

The girls are in the dining room. Eliza is on the floor with her little painted animals, with Hector the cat curled up beside her. She’s tunelessly singing a rhyme.

Oranges and lemons

Say the bells of St Clements … 

Her hair, silky-thin, pale as barley sugar, is falling over her face. She has Rabbit tucked under her arm, his knitted legs dangling.  He was her present from Ronnie and me two Christmases ago, and she won’t be parted from him. She’s engrossed in her play with the animals: she doesn’t stir as I go in.

But Polly looks up at once from her drawing at the table, pushing her cloud of dark wavy hair out of her eyes.

‘You look really nice, Mum. Like one of the photos in Woman’s Journal,’ she says.

‘Thank you, sweetheart.’

I admire her picture. It’s a perfect storybook room – intricate and detailed, with a chandelier, a vase of tulips, a budgerigar in a cage. No people. All drawn in very sharp pencil, filled in with pastel colours. 

‘That’s beautiful,’ I tell her. I kiss the top of her head. She smells of the rose geranium bath salts I gave her for her birthday.

With a quick, fastidious movement, she reaches up and picks a loose hair from my sleeve. Polly always likes everything to be neat and perfect and clean. In the bedroom she shares with Eliza, she has stretched a dressing-gown cord across the middle of the floor, in an attempt to confine Eliza’s mess to just one side of the room. On Polly’s side, all is immaculate: her clothes exactly folded, her lace-up shoes polished and parallel, her hair ribbons smoothed out and straightened, and arranged according to shade.

Aggie comes in from the kitchen where she’s put the kettle on to boil. She looks me up and down appraisingly; her smile is wide and approving, and deepens the kindly wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. 

‘Goodness, you look lovely, Livia. It’s such a treat to see you all dressed up,’ she says.

I know Aggie thinks I’ve let myself go over the past few months. But what’s the point in getting dressed up, if there’s no one to dress up for?

‘There’s some stew in the food-safe,’ I tell her. ‘And you really mustn’t bother with the washing-up I’ve left…’

‘Don’t you worry, Livia. You just take yourself off and have a great time,’ she tells me.

I feel a rush of gratitude: I don’t know where I’d be without Aggie.

‘Bless you,’ I say. 

Eliza looks up suddenly. Her eyes are an elusive colour, grey-green, the colour of rain. And in this moment, unblinking and sternly fixed on my face.

‘Mummy, you’ve forgotten your gas mask.’

‘I thought I might leave it behind, just this once…’

‘But that’s not fair. You make us take ours everywhere.’

I feel ashamed. I was only thinking about myself, and now I’ve set them a bad example.

‘Yes, you’re right, of course, sweetheart. I’ll get it.’

I straighten my velvet pill-box hat in the mirror in the hall. A rich blue light falls on me from the picture glass over the door, which has a stained-glass bluebird, webbed in a gilded skein of convolvulus. I’ve put sticky tape across it, but the colour still shines through. 

I step out of the house, the gas mask under my arm. As I wait at the bus stop, then take the bus through the city, I find myself thinking again about that speech that Mr Churchill made: Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this island or lose the war … 

I stare through the mesh on the bus windows at the streets of London spooling past, just the same as they always were – filthy, teeming, vivid – and it all seems so implausible. I shut the words away at the back of my mind.

I realise that I feel, for the first time since Ronnie died, a little thrill, a surge of something like happiness.
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The office of Ballantyne & Drummond is in Paternoster Row – one of a labyrinth of lanes around St Paul’s Cathedral, where medieval clerics used to walk, reciting Pater Noster: Our Father. I find that I also am praying, though in a rather more self-centred way.

I find the place, in an elegant terrace, where even the sandbags look stylish – they’re duck-egg blue, to match the paintwork. There’s a brass plaque next to the doorbell. 

I ring, and a woman comes to the door. She has a severe expression, her hair austerely scraped back, discreet pearl earrings. She ushers me into the office, gestures towards an armchair.

‘Mr Ballantyne will see you shortly,’ she says.

I sit, feeling nervous: my pulse is cantering off. The woman goes back to her typing.

The room has a wonderfully intellectual air. There are shelves full of books, all arranged to display their front covers: they’re mostly about journeys in exotic, distant lands – Samarkand, Ceylon, Patagonia – places whose very names sound like poems; and there are books of maps and photographs, and biographies of explorers. This all seems so glamorous to me – a place of such order and artistry, which celebrates wonderful images and the clear pure life of the mind. I think of the messy, disorderly household I left behind in Conduit Street – all the washing-up in the sink, and Eliza’s toy animals scattered. I feel like Alice in the storybook: I have passed through the portal in the Looking Glass, and entered a separate, magical world.

The door to the inner office opens. The man standing there has the glow of someone who eats a lot of very good lunches. He’s dressed immaculately – Savile Row suit, crisp shirt, gold cufflinks. His greying hair is still thick and falls forward over his face.

‘Mrs Ripley? I’m Hugo Ballantyne.’

He has a lingering handshake, an accomplished charming smile; the most upper-class voice I’ve ever heard, except on the wireless. He makes me think of Alvar Lidell reading the BBC news.

I follow him into his office. I’m glad I put on some lipstick. I think: Every woman who walks through this door will be wearing her very best clothes. Every woman who comes here will want to seduce him in some way – because of what Mr Ballantyne can do for her, if he chooses. The thought unnerves me. 

He gestures me to a chair. I sit, and put down my gas mask. I rather wish I hadn’t brought it now. He offers me a cigarette from a silver box on his desk. I take one; he leans in to light it for me. He has a scent of cloves and vetiver – a luxurious, spicy male smell. I hope he won’t notice that my hand is shaking with nerves.

‘You’d like tea?’ he asks me.

‘That would be lovely. Thank you.’

He calls through the door.

‘Miss Cartwright, could we have tea?’

He seats himself behind his big mahogany desk. He has my portfolio open, my pictures spread out in front of him. I can see some of them from here. The rose garden at Polesden Lacey after a brief summer storm, the flowers dishevelled, a drift of translucent petals over the paths. Shadow and light on the lake at Stourhead. Lavish hollyhocks in an Oxford college garden; above, a lowering sky, a promise of rain.

He looks up at me; he has a slight smile, as though he’s a little amused.

‘You really like dim light, Mrs Ripley.’

‘Yes. It’s softer – no strong shadows.’ My throat feels like blotting paper. ‘The thing is – you see the world differently, when you start to take photographs. You learn to love clouds, and low light. You can sometimes get the loveliest pictures on the darkest days.’

His gaze is rather intense.

‘You have a wonderful eye,’ he tells me. He gestures towards a photo I took in the gardens at Stowe: a dreaming pool in hazy sunlight, fringed with ravelled bulrushes, the skin of the water crinkling under a soft summer breeze. ‘The angle you’ve taken this from. The way the light falls. So beautiful.’ There’s a hint of something extra, in his words, in his look.

‘Thank you.’ I feel my face go hot. I’m so flattered. 

‘Tell me the story,’ he says. ‘How you became a photographer. How you came to take these photographs.’

‘Well, I’ve always taken pictures…’ I sound hesitant: I realise I should have a ready answer. But this has all happened so rapidly – since Phoebe showed my photographs to her friend who works in publishing, and he told me where to send them. I don’t feel properly prepared.  ‘I was given a camera of my own when I was just sixteen. Ever since then, I’ve taken pictures. Though not so much since I got married and my children came…’

I leave it at that. I don’t want to say anything negative about Ronnie.

Hugo Ballantyne has a rueful, understanding smile. ‘Children do tend to push out other things.’

He makes a slight gesture towards a silver-framed picture on his desk: a woman, a child, a backdrop of velvet, a palm. The woman remote and willowy, her long dark hair swept up, the child very fair and slender. I feel a brief spasm of curiosity about the woman. 

‘I know just what you mean,’ he says.

I swallow hard. I’m not sure how much to tell him.

‘The thing is…’ My voice thins. ‘My husband died last October … He’d joined up just a few months before war was declared.’

I feel awkward. I prefer not to talk about it really. This grief makes a little rip in the fabric of things. People never quite know what response to make. 

He composes his face into an expression of condolence.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ he says. ‘On service?’

‘Yes.’ There’s a break in my voice.

It’s not exactly true – or it implies something that isn’t true – but it’s easiest. I don’t want to dwell on the awful randomness of Ronnie’s death; I don’t want to share all that misery with this polished, self-assured man.

‘I’m so very sorry,’ he says again. And gives me a slightly anxious glance, as though worried I might start crying. 

‘I didn’t know how to keep going…’ I remember all those sleepless nights, all the self-blame and grief and regret. I clear my throat. ‘But in the end, I realised what I had to do to get through it. That I had to become the person I’d been before I met him. To start doing again the things I used to love to do…’ I lose my nerve. ‘Does that sound stupid?’

He gives an encouraging smile.

‘Not at all. I’d say it made perfect sense. Sometimes we have to look back before we can start to move forward,’ he says. The aphorism has a formal, literary sound.

‘So I started taking pictures again,’ I tell him. ‘To begin with, just shots of my daughters or of things I saw in the street. But it’s always been landscape photography that I especially loved. So I took the girls on a trip to the country, photographing gardens … It was their summer holiday; I’d saved up my petrol ration…’

‘And was the process consoling?’ he asks me. ‘Restorative in some way?’

‘Yes. Yes, it was, actually.’ 

‘I think that’s very admirable.’

He sips his coffee, thoughtful. I find I can’t quite meet his gaze.

‘One or two technical points. I was wondering – do you do your own developing?’ he asks me.

‘Yes. I have a darkroom. It’s nothing grand – just the cupboard under the stairs. But I love the whole process. Especially that moment when the image begins to emerge … It’s just a hint, at first. A promise of something…’

I feel so shy, but I find I have a lot to say about photography.

‘And how did you get permission to take the pictures?’ he says. ‘Some of these are private gardens.’

‘I just asked people – I can be quite pig-headed, actually. Quite determined…’

His face is wreathed in some private amusement.

‘You know, I can imagine that. That you could be very determined. The iron hand in the velvet glove,’ he says.

‘People are usually perfectly happy – if you promise to send them a print…’

Miss Cartwright brings in the tea. She pours it, hands me a cup, and then discreetly withdraws – though not before glancing adoringly at Hugo Ballantyne. 

He turns the photographs over, pauses at one of my favourite shots, a single calla lily, silkily unfurling: you can see its poised, perfect shape, its stamens, its wide-open throat. I watch his hands moving over my picture. He has graceful hands, long-fingered, at once masculine and elegant, and I find myself feeling something I haven’t felt since Ronnie died: a little stirring of attraction. As though something that was dormant in me is waking up again. 

He comes to a picture I took at Montacute House – a sweep of lawn, tall cedars and sweet chestnuts; a garden of slanting shadows.

‘I had to wait for that shot,’ I tell him. ‘I wanted the long light at the end of the day.’

‘Your patience was certainly rewarded,’ he says. ‘There’s such grace in these pictures. What I love: it’s the way you take something so familiar – the quintessential English garden – and see it in a new way. That’s what it’s all about, I suppose. To see what other people pass by. The unexpected conjunction.’

I don’t know how to respond to this praise.

‘I’m so glad you like them,’ I say, rather primly.

‘And do you take portraits?’ he asks me. ‘Do you photograph people at all?’

‘No, not really. Only my daughters. I don’t think I quite have the confidence for portraits,’ I say. 

He considers this.

‘I look forward to seeing what you can do – once you find that confidence,’ he says. Warmly, his eyes on my face.

I’m embarrassed to feel myself blushing. 

He closes my portfolio, takes a long drag on his cigarette. Leans away a little.

‘Of course, we’re not publishing very much at the moment. With all the uncertainty.’ His voice is more brisk now, more matter-of-fact.

‘No, of course you wouldn’t be.’ Trying to keep my voice level. Composing my face, so I won’t look too disappointed. I want to seem a sophisticated woman who can take all this in her stride. As though I expected nothing of this meeting.

‘Everyone’s very cautious. Even some of our best authors aren’t getting new contracts,’ he says. ‘And, of course, the paper shortage doesn’t help…’

‘Yes, I can see it must be difficult.’

‘To be frank, some people view this kind of activity as rather frivolous, with a war on.’

‘Yes, of course. Well, it is, really, I suppose…’ My voice fading. 

He runs one finger slowly across the cedars at Montacute House.

‘But, let’s face it, people could do with a bit of uplift. We need some beauty in our lives. We need reminding what it is we’re fighting for.’ He leans towards me again, across the mahogany desk. He has the satisfied smile of a man about to proffer something valuable. ‘So I’m going to take a punt on you, Mrs Ripley,’ he says.

I’m speechless, breathless.

‘We’ll need a bit of text,’ he tells me. ‘Just a few sentences for each picture.’

‘Oh. I’m not sure if I—’

I bite my tongue. I wish I didn’t sound so hesitant. I should be saying yes of course to everything he says.

‘If you could just get something down on paper about each photograph – where you took it, any thoughts about it – we could work from there.’

‘Oh. All right. Yes, I could do that.’

He closes my portfolio. I know our meeting is over. 

‘Thank you, Mr Ballantyne.’

‘Please call me Hugo,’ he says.

‘I’m Livia,’ I tell him.

There’s a slight hesitation – as though he’s trying to work something out, or wondering about something.

‘Well, Livia. I’d like to meet up again before too long. Would that be possible, do you think?’

‘Yes. Yes, absolutely.’

‘What days are good for you?’ he asks.

‘Any day, really, as long as I have plenty of notice. I have someone who helps with my daughters.’

‘That’s excellent. I’ll be in touch.’

‘Right.’

He comes round to the front of his desk. I stand; he shakes my hand.

‘Livia. It’s been a real pleasure.’

His eyes on me, his skin warm against me. Again, I feel that shimmer of desire, which at once delights and troubles me. He holds onto my hand for just a little too long. 
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I take the bus home through London, and feel an unfamiliar happiness, and a sense of possibility that I haven’t felt for an age now. Not since that morning last October when the telegram came.

Phoebe was with me, drinking coffee in the kitchen, when it happened. 

The doorbell rang; I went to answer the door. The telegraph boy was standing there, and I remember noticing his expression, how he looked so very solemn. He handed me a telegram. 

I had the strangest feeling then – as though I was high up, out of my body, looking down on this scene. The idea forming in my mind, with an odd kind of detachment, that this meant bad news for somebody.

I didn’t open the telegram in the hallway. I took it through to the kitchen and dropped it on the table. Stood looking at it. Out of the corner of my eye, I was aware that Phoebe’s face was entirely drained of colour, her skin so weirdly white against the red of her hair.

‘I can’t open it,’ I told her. Puzzled. Watching myself – and the way I was somehow unable to move: how I couldn’t reach out my hand to the thing. ‘Could you do it? Would you mind terribly?’

She picked it up. Her hand was shaking. She opened it, read it; sat there, looking up at me. Warily. As though I’d become an entirely different being – some unpredictable wild creature.

‘Liv, dearest, I’m so sorry. It’s Ronnie,’ she said.

‘Ronnie?’

She got up, put her arms around me, steered me to a chair. She tried to hand me the telegram.

‘No – just tell me,’ I said.

‘Something’s happened. He’s been killed, Liv. I’m so so sorry…’

I heard the choke in her voice.

‘No, he can’t have been,’ I said at once. Very brisk and confident, though my body felt weak as water. ‘I got a letter from him yesterday. He said he was right as rain, never better. Anyway, he’s only been on exercises, he’s only on Salisbury Plain … You know that … I told you…’

Phoebe knelt in front of me, wrapped her arms around me.

‘There was an accident, Liv.’

I still couldn’t touch the telegram.

‘It must be a mistake,’ I said, my voice rather odd and high-pitched. ‘We need to tell them. Is there someone we can get in touch with? Does it say? So they can find the right family. The people who need to be told.’

‘Liv – you have to read it.’

She put the thing into my hand. I read it, let the knowledge in. 

I heard a sound of keening, a strange high animal wail. I wished the wailing would stop; then realised it was coming from me, from somewhere deep inside me, that it was beyond me to stop making it. I hadn’t known my body could produce such feral sounds. 

Later, someone from the army visited. With his face set in a practised expression of sympathy, he told me what had happened. Ronnie had been driving a tank on an exercise; the tank had overturned. 

I felt so furious with God – that He could let this happen. Such a stupid, pointless way to die – a random death on an exercise. And only a few short months after Ronnie had enlisted, when he hadn’t even been really fighting the war. If only he’d been fighting, perhaps it wouldn’t have seemed so meaningless. If he’d been fighting, perhaps it wouldn’t have hurt quite so much. 

Then, for weeks, months, afterwards, I was tormented by guilt. We’d had a stupid row when last he’d been at home – about my housekeeping, as usual. Ronnie’s mother had been a ferocious housewife who always kept her home pristine: he had very high expectations. He’d complained that I’d let my standards drop in his absence; that the whole house looked like a pigsty. I’d been upset, furious. I’d shouted at him – that he didn’t know how hard it was, bringing the children up on my own; that perhaps he’d like to try helping out sometime, he’d find it wasn’t exactly a walk in the park … I’d added, unforgivably, that his mother might have kept that damn house of hers very tidy, but she sure as hell had been a terrible mother to her son. That she could have brought him up to show an ounce of consideration occasionally … 

We hadn’t reconciled properly, when the time came for him to leave. Then, a few days later, the telegram. Perhaps he’d been distracted; perhaps he’d had a lapse of attention because he still felt angry with me. I’d lie awake for hours, staring into the darkness, wishing I could return to that moment and not get angry at all, but be understanding and patient. Wishing I could go back in time and do it all again. And this time, do the right thing. 

A feeling, a torment, that I recognised so well: that was already horribly familiar to me. 

I hadn’t known how the loss of him would take me. I’d pictured it, of course – as every soldier’s wife must do. But it wasn’t how I’d expected. Ronnie had been such a big man – voluble, talkative. Larger than life, people said: the life and soul of the party. Blond and forthright; always standing people drinks and telling stories that made people laugh. That was what had drawn me to him, when I first met him, at a church social: he’d seemed so jovial, convivial. I’ve always been rather retiring and shy: he’d had enough presence for both of us. I felt I was nothing without him – that I needed him to complete me. With him gone, I felt so small. As though I wasn’t quite solid. As though I was thin, just two-dimensional, like one of Eliza’s cut-out paper dolls, and the very least breath of wind might blow me away.

It wasn’t as though our marriage had been perfect. We seemed to argue so often. And I found our love-making such an effort. This perplexed me – when I’d enjoyed all the kissing and courtship, all the thrilling early touching. But when it came to sex itself, the excitement all dulled down. I never really felt anything – just somehow untouched and separate: distracted, running through household tasks and laundry lists in my mind. Except when I was pregnant, when I was full of desire, but Ronnie didn’t want to know. He thought it was unnatural – for me to want sex when I was expecting a child. And it was even worse once Polly arrived, and I was too tired to pretend. 

Sometimes I wonder if I really loved him. But if I didn’t love him, why do I miss him so much?

I had to be strong for my children. Polly was heartbroken. I’d hear her sobbing in the night, and I’d go to her, hold her, feeling so helpless. After a time, she stopped crying so much, but she still seemed very distressed: she’d pull strands of hair from her head, and rip the skin at the sides of her nails. It was around this time that she started drawing her detailed, immaculate rooms, with their vases of bluebells, flowered teapots, canaries in cages of gilt. Always flawless, but uninhabited, the table set for tea; just waiting for the perfect family to enter them.

Her little sister has seemed to cope much better. Perhaps for Eliza, the loss still isn’t quite real. She’s only five: too young to fully comprehend the way the world works, the immutable laws of existence. Sometimes I wonder if she doesn’t really believe that her father has gone. I talked this over with Phoebe; and she told me that Freddie, her youngest, reacted just the same when his beloved grandmother died – refusing to believe it. She’d try to explain that his grandma was dead, and he’d ask when she’d next be visiting. Perhaps that’s how it is for five-year-olds. They don’t realise death is final, that it’s something that can’t be undone. It’s as though the dead still exist for them: as if those who’ve passed on are just hanging around in some great ante-room in the sky. 

As though one day they’ll come back to us.

The girls rush up to me the minute I’m through the front door.

‘What happened? Did the man like your pictures?’ Eliza asks me.

I kneel down to hug her.

‘He’s going to publish them,’ I say. ‘They’re going to be in a book.’

‘Ooh, Mum. That’s wonderful,’ says Polly.

‘Will you be famous?’ Eliza asks. 

‘No, I don’t suppose so.’ Then, seeing how her face falls, ‘Well, maybe just a little bit.’

Aggie is in the parlour, crocheting a tea cosy: she’s always making useful things to sell in the Red Cross shop. She looks up and smiles, and her brown eyes gleam, bright as ginger wine in the sunlight.

‘You look like the cat that got the cream,’ she tells me.

‘Yes, it all went really well … And everything was all right here?’

‘Don’t you worry, Livia. The girls were good as gold.’

She’s washed up all my dishes, even though I told her not to.

Aggie started out as my babysitter – but now she’s so much more, an honorary great-aunt. Her life hasn’t been easy: her husband had emphysema, and she had to nurse him for years. If I remark how hard it must have been, Aggie is cheerfully philosophical. ‘The way I see it, Livia, everyone has their bag of stones – something they have to drag behind them. And that was mine,’ she’ll say.

‘Thank you so much,’ I tell her now.

‘A pleasure, my dear. It’s lovely to see you looking so happy,’ she says. Then she hesitates, lowers her voice, as though unsure whether to say this. ‘I’ve been so worried about you, Livia, since – you know – since it happened. Maybe this is the moment when things will start to look up.’

‘Yes. I think it could be.’

And as I say it, I believe it. I have a sense of this whole past year as a darkness that’s starting to lift.

Aggie gathers up her things, and we go to wave goodbye to her, beneath the fragile bluebird in the glass above our front door. 
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We’ll have sardines and lettuce and toast for tea, and then some flapjacks I’ve made. I slice the bread and grill it.

Eliza wanders through the kitchen. She has her skipping rope, and Rabbit under her arm.

‘You were singing, Mummy.’

‘Was I?’

‘Is it because you’re happy?’

‘Yes, it must be…’

‘Is it because of your book?’

‘Yes, I think so, sweetheart.’

Yes, it’s because of my book. And Hugo Ballantyne.

She goes out to the garden, where she’ll skip or play hopscotch on the terrace, or push herself on the mossy swing that hangs from the old apple tree.

My kitchen is full of lavish late-afternoon sunlight. I’ve always loved this room at the back of the house. It’s very quiet. This is one of those tall, thin London houses that seem to reach back a long way, and you can feel quite secluded here, only a little noise from the street filtering down the side alley, looking out on the sweetly disordered garden with its hollyhocks, lupins, rambling roses, its cherry and apple trees, its high laurel hedges. And of course the Anderson shelter in the middle of the lawn, with its corrugated iron walls, and its roof covered over with turf.

Through the open window, I can hear Eliza on the terrace – the patter of her sandalled feet and the rhythmic swish of the rope. Polly is playing ‘Für Elise’ on the piano in the parlour.

When we inherited and came here, Ronnie and I, after my mother died, we changed as much as we could afford to. All the heavy dark furniture oppressed me: it reminded me of my childhood, of all the guilt and the sadness: of Sarah, my sister, of things I was trying to push from my mind. I did keep a few of my mother’s possessions. The dresser with the crockery patterned with meadow saffron flowers. The Holman Hunt picture, The Light of the World, which hangs above the dining-room fireplace, showing a rather mournful Jesus holding an old-fashioned lamp. The sampler that says, There’s no place like home, in faded magenta cross-stitch. But it all looks much more cheerful than in my mother’s last days, with family photos in ormolu frames on the dresser and potted geraniums flaring redly on the window sills.

I spread the butter – thinly, because butter is on ration now. Mostly, I use margarine. The kitchen fills with the friendly, welcoming smell of hot buttered toast.

And then it comes: the familiar mournful wail of the siren, rising and falling, rising and falling. The sound always makes you feel nervous – even when you’re sure it means nothing. I swallow down my anxiety. I tell myself it’s certainly another false alarm. 

The cups and saucers on the dresser begin to rattle faintly, as though a tremulous hand is holding them. The water in the washing-up bowl shivers all over its surface. There’s a distant droning, something at first more felt than heard, like the far-off thunder of some massive waterfall. Rapidly coming closer.

I rush to the window, look up.

Oh God oh God oh God.

The sky is full of planes, shining in the sunlight like a swarm of glittery insects, the ones in the middle in formation, the ones on the edges, the fighters, weaving and darting around. Their noise swells to a roar, slams into me.

For a moment, I’m paralysed.

It’s over. We’ve lost the war. This is Hitler’s invasion. When these planes begin to bomb us, there’ll be nothing of London left. It’s all over.

At once, the guilt rushing in.

I should have sent the girls out of danger. I didn’t, and now it’s too late. Everything I do is wrong.

And then, a brief sense of very personal outrage. 

This can’t be happening now. Just when the darkness is lifting. Just when my life is starting to make a kind of sense again. 

I’m transfixed, staring up at the planes, all these thoughts racing through me. Polly has seen: she runs through from the parlour. Eliza notices us at the window: she comes in, grabs my hand.

Polly tugs at me.

‘Mum – shouldn’t we go?’ Her voice shrill, urgent.

‘Yes. Yes, of course.’

I have a basket kept ready, with biscuits and crayons and books. Polly fetches the basket. Eliza drops Rabbit and makes a dive for Hector, who is skulking under the table. He skitters away from her. She pursues him into the hall.

‘Eliza, what on earth are you doing?’

‘We have to catch Hector,’ she tells me. ‘He doesn’t want to be bombed.’

‘No, we can’t take him. For God’s sake, Eliza. I thought we’d been into all that.’

My voice is stern. She comes back reluctantly into the kitchen.

I grab our gas masks. 

‘Now,’ I tell them.

I take them out to the garden, lock up the house behind us, run over the lawn to the shelter, open the door.

Eliza hangs back, a slight frown etched in her face.

‘But Rabbit isn’t here,’ she tells me. ‘Rabbit got left behind.’

‘No, Eliza. I don’t believe this…’

‘It was an accident, Mummy,’ she tells me limpidly.

The world is pulsating with sound – the wail of the siren; above us, the drone of the planes. It makes it hard to think clearly. What if I went back for Rabbit and they started to bomb and I died? But then I imagine Eliza fretting for hours in the shelter.

I give Polly the torch.

‘You two go on. I’ll get him.’

I race back into the house, find Rabbit on the dining-room table. I snatch him, run back to the shelter, slam the door shut.

We used to take shelter here frequently just after war was declared – there were a lot of false alarms then – but we’ve never had to stay in here for more than half an hour. There are deckchairs, blankets, a mattress, a supply of candles and matches, but it’s cramped and claustrophobic and has a smell of sour earth. I find the matches and light a candle, to save the batteries in our torch. The candle flickers weirdly. It’s strange to leave the bright day behind and suddenly find ourselves here, huddling together fearfully in this shadowy, flickery cave.

I wrap the girls up in the blankets: they’ve already started shivering. The shelter needs some form of heating, with the wet clammy earth all around. I should have done more to make it comfortable. It comes to me that I’m all wrong for these times. If only I was more practical; if only I’d been a Girl Guide as a child, and learned to do helpful, sensible things: knots, and cooking on campfires, and singsongs to make people smile. What use are pictures of roses in wartime? 

There’s a shrieking whistle, an ominous thud. Polly screams.

‘What was that? Was it a bomb?’ Her face pale as wax in the candlelight, her voice serrated with fear.

‘Yes, I think so, sweetheart.’

I’m shaking, my teeth are chattering; but I have to be brave for my girls. 

Eliza climbs on my lap and wraps around me like a vine. I feel the tremor that passes through her with every whine and whistle and crash, as though we are one body. I feel her heart beating against me, as though it is beating inside me.

‘Poor Hector. What will happen to him?’ she asks me.

‘Hector will be fine,’ I tell her. ‘He’ll find a corner to hide in. Cats are really good at looking after themselves. Don’t worry too much, Eliza…’

We can hear the shriek and crash of the bombs, but there’s no sound of our guns. Why aren’t we shooting back at our enemy? Have we just given up?

‘They won’t kill us, Mum, will they?’ says Polly.

‘We’ll be safe in here, sweetheart. It’s all designed to protect us.’

‘But people will get hurt, won’t they?’

There’s a great rumbling eruption, much closer to us this time.

‘Yes, some people, probably. If they don’t manage to get to their shelters. But the doctors are ready for them.’

‘But what if they bomb the doctors?’

‘Polly…’ 

‘And what if they bomb our house,’ she says, ‘and all my drawings are spoilt?’

‘And my animals,’ says Eliza. 

They start to list all the things that could get destroyed in the house – Eliza’s painted elephant, Polly’s beloved coral necklace, the sampler and the piano and the apostle spoons – chanting the names of all these things over and over. This lugubrious litany seems to soothe them.

‘What if the bluebird gets bombed?’ says Eliza.

I think of the flower-wreathed bluebird in the glass above our front door. I don’t say anything.

At last, the noise of the planes and the bombing recedes; and then the glorious All Clear sounds.

‘It’s over. We can go back to the house,’ I tell them.

I’m almost sobbing with relief. It was terrible, but it’s over now. I glance at my watch: it’s half past six. The raid seemed to last for an age, but we’ve been sheltering less than two hours.

I push open the door of the shelter. It’s surprising to find that out here it’s only twilight, the greens of the garden fading to lavender, long sepia shadows slanting, the sky deepening into evening in a void of cobalt blue. In the east, there’s a lot of smoke billowing – off towards Stepney, towards the docks: many fires must have been started there. But the burning all looks quite distant, and our street still seems to be here. 

In the dining room, our tea is waiting on the table. The toast, of course, is soggy now, and I have to make some more. I’m cross that the butter was wasted. 

The girls are very hungry, but I can scarcely eat at all.

Polly and Eliza go upstairs to clean their teeth and get ready for bed. I’m exhausted: I long for sleep myself. I wash the dishes and tidy the kitchen, taking a kind of comfort in these simple, everyday tasks: trying to reimpose some order on our life and our home. 

And then the sirens start to howl. 

No.

The girls lurch down the stairs two at a time, Polly still clutching her toothbrush.

‘Please say it’s a false alarm. Please, Mum. Say it. You have to…’ 

I run to the window, fling it open. You can already hear another wave of planes. 

‘But they’d gone,’ says Polly, in a little rag of a voice.

We run back to the shelter through the gathering gloom of the garden. Many of the fires from the earlier raid are still burning; they’re more obvious in the thickening dark, as the colours of the flames reflect in the billows of smoke and the clouds – copper, bronze, rose, crimson. London will be all lit up by these fires. Perhaps that’s why the Germans did this – dropping thousands of fire bombs to guide the second wave of bombers. The blackout is pointless tonight: the night will be bright with the flames, the entire city illuminated. 

This time, the bombs fall much closer. We listen, shuddering, to all the noise out there – the droning of the bombers, the scream of the bombs as they fall, the thundering crash as they land and explode. This is so much worse than before. Fear consumes me. I don’t have any strength left – I used up every last shred of courage in the first round of bombing. I can’t fight the fear any more, can’t push it away. 

Eliza is on my lap again: I clasp her to me. Polly is sobbing. I find that I’m praying fervently – even though I don’t really believe. 

I try to imagine what is happening out there on the streets of London. Will anything be left after this night of devastation? And I have an insidious, traitorous thought. If Hitler has invaded, why don’t we surrender at once? If we surrendered, at least there wouldn’t be any more bombs. If we surrendered, we could at least come out of this horrible place …

There’s a thud, very close, so the earth beneath us trembles. We hear glass splintering somewhere: the shards ricochet off our metal door with a fearsome clattering sound. Polly screams and clings to me. Are we going to die and be buried here? Is this the way everything ends?

We huddle close together, clutching one another, shrouded in damp blankets and the smell of sour cold earth.
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The raid lasts the entire night.

I feel we have been in the shelter for a lifetime, when it comes to me that I haven’t heard any bombing for a while. I have a sense of confusion: I must have fallen asleep. The candle that I lit last night has burned right down to a stub.

The All Clear sounds, the long level note – the most welcome sound in the world. I disentangle myself from Eliza and put her down in the empty deckchair. She stirs a little, her pale eyes open and close.

‘Is it over, Mum?’ says Polly. 

‘Yes, I think so.’

My body is stiff and achy from sitting so tensely all night. Fear, it seems, can wear out your body.

I go to the door of the shelter. My heart is pounding. I wonder what I will see out there: perhaps the end of the world. I push the door open, step out.

It’s morning. But the daylight looks all wrong, unreal: in the east, towards the docks, there’s a glow as red as sunset. There must be vast fires burning there. There are great banks of cloud that hold the violent colours of the fires – sulphur, scarlet, ochre. I stare for a moment at the unreal flamboyance of the sky. The air smells strange; it’s sooty, acrid, heavy with brick dust and smoke. No gas, I think – though I’m not entirely sure what gas would smell like. But if there were gas, they certainly wouldn’t have sounded the All Clear.

When you breathe, the brick dust scratches your throat, like you’ve swallowed a handful of briars.

‘The raid’s all over,’ I tell them cheerfully. ‘There. It wasn’t too bad, was it?’

Eliza is awake now. She stretches, yawns widely. Her eyes are sticky with sleep.

‘It was horrible,’ she says.

‘Well, we seem to have got through it,’ I say. ‘We still seem to be in one piece.’

‘You were really frightened, Mummy. You were shaking. I could feel you.’ 

Polly frowns at her sister. ‘How do you know that anyway? You were fast asleep,’ she says.

‘I heard it. Every single bomb,’ says Eliza.

She looks too sleepy to walk, and I pick her up in my arms, and take them both out into the garden.

Our house is still standing. Thank you, God. But when I look to either side, across the other back gardens, I can see that a house in the street behind ours has been quite badly damaged – the roof and chimney torn away. I don’t know who lives there: poor people. But St Michael and All Angels, the church round the corner in Stapleforth Street, looks to have survived intact: I can see its familiar steeple, still pointing up to the sky, and the sight is oddly comforting.

A window at the back of our house has been broken. The lawn is strewn with shards of glass, which have a rosy sparkle in the light of this strange dawn. The glass must have been what so frightened us, when it bounced off the door of the shelter. Fragments crackle and shatter under our feet as we walk.

‘Be careful where you step, Polly.’

‘That’s our window that’s broken, Mum. Mine and Eliza’s. Our bedroom window,’ she says.

‘Yes, I’m afraid so. But it’s just the glass: I don’t think your things will be damaged.’ I pick my way cautiously between the glittery shards. ‘You two will have to sleep in my bed, for what’s left of the night,’ I tell them.

‘What about you, though, Mum?’ says Polly. ‘You need to sleep as well.’

I’m touched by how considerate she is – thinking of me, after everything we’ve been through.

‘Don’t worry about me, sweetheart. I can sleep on the sofa,’ I say.

I suddenly feel an exhaustion so complete that I can scarcely move, can scarcely carry Eliza, who is almost asleep again, and heavy in my arms, like something soaked through with water. 

Polly opens the back door, and I take Eliza up to my bedroom and lay her down on the bed – just as she is, in her day clothes, only pausing to pull off her shoes.

‘You can sleep in your clothes as well,’ I tell Polly.

‘I’d rather change, Mum. I feel so dirty,’ she says.

But I won’t let her fetch her pyjamas. I want to be the first to look in their room, in case the damage is upsetting. For the moment, I can’t face it.

‘You can change later, sweetheart. Just try to get some sleep,’ I say.

She acquiesces.

Eliza is asleep already, her lashes making a fringe of gentian shadow under her eyes, Rabbit clutched against her. Polly climbs in beside her. I pull the blankets over them, as though they were going to bed at the end of an ordinary day. Seeing their heads together on the pillows, I feel the tears well up, all the emotion of the night that I’ve tried to keep tamped down surging through me. I leave the bedroom hastily, so Polly won’t see my tears. 

I go to the parlour. My legs give way; I feel utterly unravelled. I find myself huddled up on the floor, weeping inconsolably, oppressed by a sense of utter hopelessness. How can we endure this? What will become of us?

And I think of the people I love – Aggie; Phoebe and her family. What has happened to all of them? I think of Hugo Ballantyne. Is Hugo still alive? 

I weep for a long time. 

At last, the tears slow. I fetch my winter coat from the hall, lie down on the sofa, cover myself with the coat. The silence is astonishing. Outside, the streets and gardens shiver and shake with birdsong: pigeons, softly turning the same phrase over and over; the liquid fluting of a thrush; the wet yellow whistle of a blackbird in one of the poplars in the street. All the usual sweet, peaceful sounds of a Sunday. If you didn’t look out of the window, at the fires and the smoke in the sky, you could imagine it was a perfect Sunday morning.

Now, there are no more tears left in me. Sleep comes swiftly.
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The girls are still fast asleep in my bed when I get up.

I cautiously open the door of their old bedroom. It’s unnerving, to see their things all blown about by the blast: Polly’s coral necklace, her Chalet School stories, her manuals of First Aid; Eliza’s dolls and picture books, all scattered. A movement of air through the broken window rifles through the room, ruffling my hair and turning the pages of Eliza’s Rupert Annual. Splinters of glass are everywhere, glinting malignly. But nothing else seems broken – though there’s a new jagged crack in the outer wall, which has an ominous look. 

I’ll have to deal with the window myself – I won’t be able to get a workman. Our house can still be lived in – we won’t be a priority, unlike those poor unfortunate souls whose houses were badly damaged; we won’t be at the top of anyone’s list. I can probably find a linoleum off-cut in the shed in the garden, that I can tack over the window. But the room will get very cold at night, and it won’t get any daylight, and the crack in the wall is worrying. The girls won’t be able to sleep in here anytime soon. 

I could put one of them in the little spare room, but there wouldn’t be room for them both. The solution to this is obvious. Yet I feel a profound reluctance.

I shut the door of their old bedroom, step on along the landing. I feel so tired suddenly, my body heavy and slowed, as though I were wading through deep water. I stand for a moment at the door of the room I rarely go in. My hand against the door knob, just waiting; taking a breath. Then turn the knob, push the door open.

It’s entirely dark; in here, I keep the blackout curtains permanently drawn. I go to the window, pull back the curtains. Moving slowly, cautiously, as though I might disturb something. There’s a soft pall of dust on the sills, and a spider has set its embroidery all across the pane, the sun shining silver through the filaments, so they seem pellucid, luminous. I put my finger to the cobweb: it’s sticky and clings to my hand. There’s a dingy smell of neglect, a backwash of old clothes and dust, and the touch of the air is cold here – this room hasn’t been heated in years. It has the chill of air not stirred, not breathed; a chill that can get inside you, and bring goosebumps up on your arms. Even on a bright September morning. 

Outside, my whispery garden, looking different from this angle, is suddenly unfamiliar, all littered with bits of roof tile and shards of glass from last night. A blown leaf is splayed against the glass, so you can see its intricate veins. Branches of the cherry tree that grows too close to the house are almost touching the window. In windy weather, the tips of the branches could knock against the panes, perhaps disturbing whichever girl is sleeping here. I think routinely that I’ll have to get the cherry tree pruned – then reflect that I would never be able to find a gardener to do this.

I stand there for a moment, resting my hands on the sill. 

This was Sarah’s room when we were children. My mother kept it just the same, for years and years, like a shrine. Sarah’s ecru lace bedspread smoothed down; her collection of dolls in national costume lined up on the bookshelf; her clothes still hanging from the rail, still smelling faintly of her, of the sarsaparilla drops she loved, and of flowery talcum powder. After my mother’s death, when Ronnie and I inherited and moved here, I cleared out most of Sarah’s belongings, all except one or two things – her prayer book, her Bible, the jewel box our grandmother gave her; but I couldn’t quite persuade myself to bring this room back into use, except as a kind of lumber room. I only come in here when I absolutely have to. Once or twice a year, perhaps, to look for something we’ve lost.

Standing here, I think about Sarah: I can’t stop myself. Aware of the pit that opens up at my feet even now, whenever I let myself think of her, the dark and shaming knowledge that laps at me like black water. All through my life since it happened, when I was ten and she was twelve, I’ve never quite known what to say, if people ask if I have a sister. Do you say, Yes, or No, or Once I did, but now I don’t any more? It’s the same disturbing uncertainty I have today, with Ronnie. What should you do with the dead? What part should they play in the lives of the living? How should you think about them, talk about them? Where do the dead belong?

There are no answers to these questions.

I drag my mind back to the present, to immediate, practical things. There will be a lot of clearing to do, to make enough space for a bed. There are so many boxes, packed with the stuff that builds up over the years that you don’t really need but can never quite get rid of. Old curtains and bedspreads, neatly folded; a trunk with Polly’s discarded dresses, which Eliza will one day grow into; toys they played with when they were younger. Things from the past that one day might possibly come in useful again. 

I make my decision. Polly can sleep in the spare room and Eliza in here. Polly likes everything to be orderly, and she’d undoubtedly hate all the clutter, but it shouldn’t bother Eliza. And it will look so much more cheerful once it’s cleaned and Eliza’s moved in – the boxes stacked, her friendly toys and books all strewn around. I remind myself it will only be for a little while. Just until I can get the window glazed.

I close the door behind me with a slight sense of relief. And the thought flickers in me that Eliza might feel exactly the same about the room as me – that she won’t like sleeping here. But I’m probably being fanciful. She’s only a little girl; I’ve never told her about Sarah. She won’t feel the weight of it – all that history, all that sorrow and grief. Of course the room won’t bother her.
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Eventually, Polly and Eliza come downstairs, in their crumpled clothes from yesterday, blearily rubbing the sleep from their eyes.

Eliza finds Hector huddled behind the piano in the parlour. She tries to haul him through into the kitchen, but he scratches her and wriggles out of her arms.

‘Poor thing, he’s really upset.’ She studies the delicate red thread that he’s incised on her wrist with interest. ‘Somebody was mean to him. Somebody wouldn’t let him into the shelter,’ she says, with a meaningful glance in my direction.

When war was declared, a lot of people had their pets put down. Myself, I couldn’t face it – though I often regret my decision: our bad-tempered, raggedy cat is just another mouth to feed. But whenever this thought occurs to me, Hector will seem to fix me with those knowing eyes of his, which are the exact feral yellow of dandelions, and I’ll feel guilty that I thought it.

‘Mum, I really want to change,’ Polly tells me. ‘I feel disgusting.’ 

‘You can change after breakfast. I’ll try to find you some clean clothes.’

They spread margarine on their toast. I pour tea for Polly and milk for Eliza.

The air that drifts in through the window has a smoky, sulphurous smell. People are up and about now, and starting to mend the wreckage of the night: you can hear hammering and sawing, and the brittle percussion of glass shards being swept up.

‘I’ve had a look at the damage,’ I tell them. ‘And I’m afraid you won’t be able to sleep in your bedroom for now. Sorry, girls.’

‘So where shall we sleep, Mum?’

‘Polly, you can go in the little spare room at the front. And I’m going to sort out the lumber room for Eliza.’

‘Yes. My own bedroom. At last,’ says Polly.

I can imagine just how ordered and pristine Polly’s new bedroom will be. 

I expect Eliza to protest, but she seems rather pleased by this news. There’s a glint of interest in her eye.

‘There are lots of things in the lumber room,’ she says, her voice dreamy with nostalgia. ‘The pull-along chicken I had when I was small. The picture made from butterfly wings…’

She has her most demure goody-two-shoes expression. This usually spells trouble.

‘Yes, but it’s all in boxes. Now, I don’t want you poking around in there and getting things out, Eliza. I shall be really cross if you do that.’

‘Perhaps I could look at just some of the things? If I was very very tidy?’

‘No, Eliza. Anyway, it’s all just boring old stuff.’

‘But I like old things, Mummy.’

She puts down her mug with a neat little click, to underline her words.

‘Eliza. I mean it.’

Eliza doesn’t respond to this. She bites crisply into her toast.

‘Mum, we want to have a look in our bedroom,’ Polly tells me.

Eliza nods
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